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	1. Prologue: Arrival

_Bangkok, 2014_

The oppressive June sun settled over Bangkok like a wet blanket. Even as the sun set, a never-ending stream of taxis, delivery trucks, motorcycles, and bikes filled the streets. A gray Nissan SUV passed over a speed bump and into the sea of cars before it. It wasn't anything out of the ordinary, but not to one person riding in the car.

Eric Grimes turned 19 years old a few days after graduating from high school. It had been weeks since then. Thin for his small height, he had short black hair and light-brown skin. His small face had a thin jaw, a thick nose, and small hazel eyes. Because of the weather outside, he had a white-collared t-shirt, some black shorts, and a pair of tan sandals.

Eric sat quietly, squeezed into the backseat between his brother and sister. He was fascinated by the chaos ruling Thailand's highways and byways. Compared to his hometown Boston—known for its outdated streets and aggressive drivers—the traffic here was _insane_.

He thought about going to the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. At first, he wasn't certain on choosing which classes to take. His Physics teacher solved that problem, claiming if calculus was the language of God, then quantum mechanics was His canvas. Eric was skeptical, but it convinced him to take the course once he signed up at MIT. After all, he excelled in math and science, including physics. Quantum mechanics shouldn't be a problem.

"Eric, novio? Are you okay?" His mother, Felicia, from the driver's seat as their car stopped at a traffic light. A 46-year-old woman, she had many Puerto Rican features such as brown skin and eyes. She even had Eric's thin jawline. She wore a white t-shirt with a picture of a pink flower as well as a bright yellow skirt.

Eric looked back at his mother. She intended for most of the family to spend a week here and visit Angkor Wat at some point. When she and his sister told him they were going on a vacation over there not long after his graduation, he was looking forward to visiting the temple. He hoped the civil unrest wouldn't deter the vacation.

"Yeah. I'm fine, Mom. Thanks," he answered. His mother turned back and continued driving when the stoplight turned green.

Eric looked at a window to his right past his 24-year-old sister, Garcia, to a tall obelisk among the traffic. She told him the obelisk was the Victory Monument, built back in 1941. The statues at the bottom of the obelisk represented each of Thailand's government: the army, the navy, its air force, its police force, and its parliament.

"Sure you are," his brother, Alphonse, replied with a sarcastic tone. So his brother had paid attention. Lately, Alphonse had his nose buried in his Nintendo 3DS with the new games he got from Christmas.

Alphonse was the spitting image of their father at 22 years old, save for his long black hair and olive skin. He was a young man of medium height with a thin nose and small hazel eyes. He had a large scar on his thick chin, claimed from a nasty fight back in high school. Alphonse wore a game-inspired t-shirt and black shorts, along with a pair of white sneakers.

"I'm fine, Al. Just drop it, okay?" Eric insisted. Alphonse scoffed and shook his head but didn't reply.

They arrived at the hotel as their mother pulled up front and parked the SUV. The hotel was tall and oval-shaped, with another building tucked next to it.

"Should we get out and meet up with Grandma and Grandpa, Mom?" Garcia adjusted her dark, braided ponytail. She had light-brown skin, like Eric, and had their mother's brown eyes. Unlike either of them, she had a diamond-shaped face and a thin but long nose. She wore a bright, striped tank top and navy-blue shorts.

"They should be here any minute, Garcia." Her phone rang, and she picked it up. For a moment, Eric hoped it might be his father to check up on them. His father had changed since he spent multiple tours in Afghanistan as an intelligence analyst. He wanted to make sure his family was safe, even in peaceful times.

Eric looked over as his mother had hung up, hoping that his father was calling her. Instead, the phone's screen showed his grandfather's number. Disappointed, he slumped back to his seat and sighed. His father was always busy as an IT manager, spending no time with his family. His father had changed in more ways than one.

"All right, we're moving out. Your grandparents got here in the taxi. They're waiting for us," their mother called out as she pocketed her phone.

"Great!" said Garcia, more than relieved.

The family got out of the SUV and grabbed their bags from the trunk. They walked on the plank, past the garden with the elephant statues and thin trees, and went inside. The wooden walls inside surrounding him, along with the black-and-white stripes tiles on the floor, gave away a rich environment. With the garden outside and the plants laid out in the lobby, it combined the luxuries of New York City's best hotels and southeastern Asian cultures.

It didn't take long for them to find his grandparents in the lobby. They sat on two of the chairs that surrounded a tall, thin plant, with two suitcases sitting by them.

Arturo, his grandfather, a short-haired overweight man with a rather flamboyant Hawaiian t-shirt to go along with his khaki cargo shorts. His face was round, having a thick nose, puffed lips, and beady brown eyes.

Sitting next to him was Eric's grandmother, Carol. Thin-faced with small brown eyes, she had a crooked nose and a thin mouth. Like his mother, her graying hair was wavy that reached down to her neck. She wore what anyone would've expected for their grandmothers to wear: a light, fluffy sweater. Eric was certain she had lighter clothes in a suitcase. After all, she was considerate of herself and others.

"Felicia! It's so great to see you!" Eric's grandmother sat up and gave his mother a hearty hug.

"Glad to see you too, Mom," his mother smiled.

His grandmother hugged his brother, who looked like he would rather be somewhere else right now. His grandfather let out a toothy smile and patted Eric on the shoulder. "Hey hey, Eric! How was the trip? Found any cute guys on the way?"

Eric shook his head. "No, I didn't hook up with a complete stranger."

"So how are you holding up? You were pretty anxious back at the plane."

Eric stuttered and looked away from his grandfather. He wasn't used to opening up to other people. "I don't know. Probably because of MIT."

His grandfather smiled and gave Eric a sincere look. "Eric, listen. I know you had a rough time recently, but you did well. You're going to MIT, one of the best universities out there. I'm sure you're gonna do something wonderful and amazing. I'm proud of you for that."

Eric felt a little warm inside. "I—Thanks."

Satisfied with how it turned out, his grandfather turned his attention to his mother. "Have you checked us in?"

After consulting with the receptionist, they got their cards for their rooms. They settled for three rooms on the sixth floor. One was for his grandparents, one for his mother and sister, and the other for himself and his brother.

Eric and Alphonse entered their room and turned on the light inside. It was a large room with two king-sized beds, a TV in front, and a bathroom by the exit. A large window at one end showed the entire the city. It was just about nighttime outside.

Alphonse landed on the bed farthest away from the window after dropping his bag. He let out a heavy and relieved sigh. "My god, this is _so_ comfy!"

Eric dropped his suitcase by an unoccupied bed and opened it. He grabbed a toothbrush and a half-filled tube of toothpaste after going through his clothes, placing them on the sink in the bathroom. When he got out, he saw his brother sticking his nose in his 3DS, back to playing A Link Between Worlds, a game he got from last Christmas.

"Hey. Want something from the lobby?" Eric asked as he opened the door.

"Nah, I'm good. I ate on the plane. Wait…" Alphonse curled his lips. "I want a candy bar. Got your card?"

Eric nodded. Before he stepped out, Alphonse spoke again. "Hey, you're looking into quantum mechanics and stuff, right?"

He stopped. "Yeah. Why?"

Alphonse shrugged. "I dunno. I just find it funny that A Link between Worlds deals with parallel worlds. You're gonna deal with something similar in your class. The many-worlds theorem or something."

Eric cocked his eyebrows. Quantum mechanics, as far as he knew, covered a bunch of topics like transport processes, string theory, dynamics and waves, physical chemistry, nanomechanics, and biomaterials. "Where'd you get that idea? That's not the only game to use parallel universes as a plot point. It's not even the only Zelda game to have done that. Bioshock Infinite has it as well, with some of it based on _actual_ theories." Eric wasn't into video games as much as his brother, but he was in a mood for conversation.

Alphonse scoffed. "You thought I stick to Nintendo games, right? You'd rather I pick up Call of Duty or some shitty-ass port?"

"Oh c'mon, that's cheap!" Eric chuckled. "Anyway, remember when Final Fantasy X was re-released as an HD port? I heard it was pretty good."

"Kinda weird that you have to look for single-letter dictionaries. I remember that and the digging in the desert."

"So you don't mind finding anything useful? At all? One of the most advanced technologies we ever found from ancient civilization was an old battery jar."

Alphonse paused his game and gave Eric a dirty look. "You're such a downer, you know that? If they've found abstract cave art and shadow theaters last year, do you think they can find more?"

"Anything's possible, I guess," Eric answered. "I'll ask the others and see if they want anything. See you later."

"See ya," Alphonse replied.

Eric left and shut the door.

* * *

><p>The next two days were spent touring the city, seeing many monuments and trying out Thailand's delicacies. It was clear everyone enjoyed it except for Alphonse and the dancing shrimps one time. It didn't work out much for Eric as his thoughts drifted on about the relics he saw at a museum.<p>

On Wednesday morning, they went off for Angkor Wat. For most of the four-hour trip, they saw nothing but wetlands, even after passing through customs at the border to Cambodia with little difficulty.

They arrived at the temple, parking by the wooden bridge that went over a massive waterway. Even from this distance, the size of the central tower was magnificent. The structure had outlasted the empire that built it and countless wars. Some believed Angkor Wat should be called the Eighth Wonder of the World. Eric would be inclined to agree.

As they got out of the car, his grandmother basked in the fresh yet humid air. Alphonse was around kicking the dirt without a care.

"Does it help, Mom?" his mother asked. "I know the city has been rough on you."

Eric knew his grandmother was a chain smoker when she was around his age, causing many health problems. The worst of which was lung cancer, which her doctor took care of that at an early stage.

"Very much, Felicia. Thank you for asking," his grandmother smiled.

His grandfather stepped forward and gave his grandmother a gentle hug, cradling her. "We'll make it work. We can take pictures. Capture the moment. What'd you say?" His grandmother nodded and his grandfather pulled his digital camera out of his fanny pack. "Okay, each of us takes turns in pairs."

Eric and Alphonse stood by the bridge, the latter resting on Eric's shoulders while Eric made a small smile. Alphonse was about to make a bunny ears gesture but their grandfather told him off along with a dirty look from Eric.

Garcia and their mother were next. They stood next to each other with smiles on their faces.

His grandparents were up last. His mother took a picture of them in an embrace.

With that finished, they made their way to the temple by walking across the bridge. They entered inside and Eric saw how much more imposing it was up close. A lot of tourists climbed up the large leading up to the smaller towers, his siblings among them. Inside the hallways, the white paint on the walls were worn down. Carvings showed epic battles like the Battle of Lanka and Hindu mythology bought Eric's attention.

He stumbled into a small and circular room, the walls made out of sandstone. It was empty save for a plain pillar mounted in the middle. The pillar reached up to his chest, crowned by a transparent sphere on top. Eric thought for a moment it shone on its own. The ceiling above had openings in it; some of them manmade while others resulted from erosion. Golden rays went through the holes, illuminating the entire room with light that reflected off the sphere.

"Huh. Kinda cool." The placement was convenient like finding an item in a video game dungeon. He felt ashamed of making that comparison to what seemed like a priceless artifact made long ago. He found faint markings on the floor, arranged perfectly that paralleled with each opening on the ceiling. The room could have been an observatory that tracked lunar cycles.

He turned to leave but stopped. Something bothered him about that sphere. How did an orb survived for a long time? Were the glassblowers precise to create something that perfectly round? Going by the fresh smell of sandstone, this room might have been built recently.

He pulled out his smartphone and took pictures of the markings and the sphere and sent it to his sister. Knowing her, she spent her time studying Thailand and Cambodia. He waited for his phone to send the message only to find it didn't have a signal. He grunted in frustration and pocketed his phone. With nothing else to do, he walked closer, thinking he would find something that would tell him about the sphere's history.

Up close, the sphere was brighter, taking on a blue hue as if it had reflected off the skyline. He looked back at the sphere again and he wanted to touch its cool and smooth surface, but he thought better of it.

Eric felt a hum that vibrated in his teeth. He circled the room's perimeter before realizing there wasn't an exit. Somehow, he ended up here without a visible entry.

A wave of panic struck over him as he pounded on the wall. It was useless, but he didn't know what else to go on.

The sphere and the symbols on the stone glowed, lighting up the entire room with a bright blue light, casting a great shadow on the wall he faced. The hums and the vibrations reached fever pitch. His teeth clattered together, and he couldn't hear anything, not even his own screams. The room became so bright he closed his eyes. He collapsed in pain as a jolt of electricity coursed through his body, blacking out before hitting the ground.

When he opened his eyes again, he was tumbling in someplace like a trippy and nightmarish '60s commercial. It was a freakish contortion of different shapes and forms. A wave of nausea hit him like a back of rocks and he felt a coppery taste in his mouth. Before he knew it, everything came together. At first, it was just a blur of shapes and dull colors before bubbles formed out of his mouth.

_I'm underwater?_

He swam as fast as he could to the surface. Just as his vision had slipped away, he reached the surface and was by a bright light. It wasn't over; he needed to reach solid ground before he would drown.

It wasn't long before he spotted shore, but it was too far away for him. He didn't know how he got here, but he had more important issues to consider like keeping his head above the water.

"Someone should help him!" someone cried out.

A loud splash. Eric turned and saw someone swimming toward him. From his fading vision, he couldn't tell who that person was or what they looked like.

Just as the stranger reached out to him, he passed out from exhaustion.


	2. Chapter One: Awakening

"One one thousand, two one thousand, three one thousand, four…"

Eric felt something pressing very hard on his chest. Air flowed back into his lungs after someone had performed CPR on him. His eyes fluttered open, meeting the light when he looked at the bright, cloudy sky. It was shaped oddly, like it had wrapped around the outside of a ring. Gasping for air, Eric coughed and felt sick to his stomach.

"You're in shock. It's just a natural reaction to almost drowning," said the woman.

Eric was too weak to respond. He refocused his vision to an object on his mouth. To his relief, a medical device pumped air into his lungs; he didn't want to consider the implications otherwise. With some difficulty from the pain in his chest, he turned his head to a woman kneeling next to him.

As his eyes adjusted to the brightness, he could identify the woman's facial features. She looked like she was in her twenties, having dark eyes, a rounded jaw, bronze skin, and a sharp nose, signs of an Indian heritage. Her combed dark-brown hair had tied into a short ponytail.

"What's your name? Can you remember your name?" the woman asked.

"Eric Grimes," he croaked through the mask.

"Okay, Eric. Help will be on the way. Just lie still and you'll be fine."

Eric was glad to follow that advice.

"Hey! Stay with me!" he heard the woman barked before he blacked out.

* * *

><p>Eric found himself floating in darkness, disembodied and formless. He couldn't move, like something was forcing him not to. There was a sharp ring to his ear, and he felt a chill through his spine. At first, it was wetlands. He flew across the wetlands, speeding up in seconds.<p>

The wetlands turned into a tropical forest, and Eric saw Angkor Wat. Instead of being smashed into the tower, he phased through the wall. Everything spiraled out of control. Sculptures deformed and wall carvings became nothing but gibberish.

A wave of fear crept over him as he saw a small, transparent sphere resting on a plain pillar at the center of a small, circular room. Much to his amazement, everything was intact.

He saw his siblings. His brother was entranced by the sphere, his hand hovering over it, wondering he should touch it or not. His sister was studying the strange inscriptions on the floor and wall. Eric struggled to reach out and call out to them, but he couldn't speak. Alphonse's eyes widened in elation as he made a run for the exit. Right as he squeezed through, the exit had sealed off of its own accord, crushing every bone in his body. There wasn't a trace of blood staining on the walls.

Alphonse's death was quick and painless, though that didn't help at all. His brother died in front of his sister, and all she could do was sob incoherently. She composed herself and climbed on the walls to escape. The pitch became so loud Eric couldn't hear anything while everything became blindingly bright.

Eric could not scream.

* * *

><p>Eric's eyes shot wide open as he woke up, finding himself lying on a comfortable bed in a pair of gray pajamas while wearing a breathing mask. His body shivered, letting out cold sweat. The white-washed ceiling above him, while unfamiliar, told him he was in a hospital, somewhere in Cambodia or in Thailand. He must've done something stupid to end up here. He would receive a scolding from his mother and grandparents and an even worse one from his father. But he was ready for it. No one wanted to lose their child on a vacation.<p>

_What happened?_ He removed the mask to think straight.

Cold sweat took hold of him as he realized something seemed off. Angkor Wat didn't have easy access to water. The only place he could have drowned was Bangkok. His brother dared him to swim at the beach while a tidal wave went by. He wondered if the trip to the temple had just been a dream.

On the surface that explained the sphere and the outer-dimensional trip he went through. But he remembered the trip to the temple, uncharacteristic of fake memories and dreams. It wasn't like an overused twist where everything after one point was a dying dream or a light at the end of the tunnel. Perhaps that sphere was just a form of it? Eric would be glad to share his story with neurologists once he returned home.

After glancing around the room, he looked through the window and realized Bangkok does not look like that.

He saw a large lake fed by a river, filled with clean blue water gleaming in the sunlight, not like the brown and polluted Chao Praya River. At the other side of the lake was a series of tall, white buildings. They were interconnected, arranged with simple but elegant efficiency. It all looked too futuristic for Earth but it reminded him of something. After a moment of consideration, he shook his head, dismissing it as a coincidence. The costs of building them with today's technologies would've been astronomical.

As he pondered the implications of that, he suddenly saw a flying car passing by and gasped in shock. There was no doubt about it. He was in the future and not in Thailand or even in Cambodia. What made that sphere bring him here? A wormhole that could bring him through time, space, or perhaps both? His heart raced wildly, hyperventilation setting in.

His family would be unaware of his actual fate. A loved one missing was often harder on the family than death. In a twisted way, he wished he was good as dead to them, but he also wished the sphere had also brought his family.

He lay back down on the hospital bed, thinking about the possible outcomes in his time. Conspiracy theorists would treat his disappearance as a mystery while the officials would treat it as a missing persons case.

His heart ached when he realized what it meant for his family. They would stay in the country for some time, desperately involved in searches and finding leads that would go nowhere. With every scrap of new information, their spirits would soar and fall. Then they would go back home, disheartened but not discouraged by their lack of progress.

He remembered the dread he felt one time when Alphonse attempted to rebel, being late home from school from several hours, his phone turned off. It wasn't easy for Alphonse, being the middle child of the family. It was like that but worse; his family's scars would never fully recover. He wondered if the dream he had earlier really happened. But he hoped it was just his brain playing a trick on him.

He looked around the room again, finding a cardiac monitor near him, which tracked his vital signs. Some of the information displayed was unfamiliar to him, indecipherable to any doctor from his time. He noticed with relief that his heart rate dropped back to normal. It seemed like thinking about his family helped.

_Okay. I might be in the future. A nuclear war didn't happen; nothing would be this clean otherwise. Meteorites didn't strike us down like dinosaurs. Global warming didn't drown everyone, and Skynet hasn't taken over the world. Thank God. Would help a lot if I know what year it is._

More flying cars passed nearby in proud defiance against most of the engineers in the 21st century. As he wondered how they work, he glanced down to the sidewalk below and his eyes widened in shock.

Most of the passersbys weren't human. Some had a reptilian body structure with disproportionately huge eyes. Others were female but in various shades of blue with oddly shaped cranial structures instead of hair. He even noticed a pink Medusa-like creature floating on the ground, or however its method of perambulation would be called.

Aliens and genetically modified humans—those he could deal with. What horrified him was that their existence along with other details pointed to one possibility: he ended up in the Mass Effect universe.

Eric needed answers, and he needed them now. He turned to his right and found an indigo-skinned woman with a scalp crest for hair entering the room. Thinking back to the games, he identified her as an asari. The asari were a long-lived, mono-gender species with an affinity for biotics, the ability to create mass effect fields. Her bored eyes were fixed on the cardiac screen. She turned her attention to the orange light surrounding her arm.

She turned the orange light off and assumed a concerned expression. "Glad you're awake. The readings told me you had a bad dream. How are you feeling?"

"I'm fine," Eric answered with a half-truth, sitting up. This was his first conversation here, but he didn't have to do any more talking. He could just make a run for it and find a way back home. However, he can't do this from a hospital bed. He had to know as much as possible if it would help him get back home.

"So," he paused, pressing his lips together. "Where am I? What's today's date?"

The asari stared at him with a perplexed expression. "You don't know where you are? You're at the Presidium Hospital on the Citadel. From your species' calendar, today's June 20, 2181. Since Natalie Clay brought you here, you've been here for about a day."

_So that's who it is,_ Eric gasped when he heard the date. He wasn't on Earth after all but on the Citadel, the iconic space station that served as a capital for the Council's member species. And he arrived here two years before the events of the first game.

"Okay." He took a deep breath. "I… I was on vacation."

The asari nurse nodded. The metal door at the end of the room opened and a carrot-shaped woman in a blue-and-black uniform entered, her hair tied in a short ponytail. Almost immediately, Eric recognized her as the woman who saved his life.

"Hi, Natalie. I take it you're here to see the patient?" the asari asked.

"Yeah," the woman answered. "Dr. Oron gave me clearance. Mind if you leave us alone for a minute?"

"Of course." The nurse sat up and left, the door closing automatically behind her. Eric tensed at having to talk to someone from a fictional universe. However, she saved his life, no matter how awkward he felt about it. He had to wonder: did she exist in the games or was she a member of the faceless masses that Shepard ignored?

Eric looked down to his bed, finding it difficult to maintain eye contact. "You're Natalie Clay, right?" He saw the woman nodding. "Thanks for saving my life."

"Appreciate it. I'm just doing my job as a C-Sec officer," Natalie answered and sat down on a chair next to his bed. He noticed she was carrying a small, gray crate. "Let's move this forward. I brought your stuff from HQ." The box made a small hissing sound when she opened it. He peeked and found his phone and wallet in it, with a stack of plastic cards next to the phone. He quickly grabbed his phone and pressed the power button at the side. It didn't turn on. It was beyond repair, soaked by the lake.

He sighed and gently put his phone back in the crate. One of his few connections to his old life was gone. He couldn't get the pictures he took of the sphere, not without extracting the SD card out and find something compatible with this universe's technology.

Natalie noticed this, her eyes dropping before she regained her professional composure. "I take it that's yours?" She handed Eric a card from the stack.

Eric looked at it and recognized it as his Massachusetts state ID card. It had everything he expected to be on it, including his signature, his ID number, his birthdate (June 6, 1995), and a picture of him taken shortly before graduation. "Yeah, that's me. But I'm not—"

"The analysts back at HQ weren't sure what to make of you," Natalie stated. "Anyone not human wouldn't recognize what these things are and—" She swallowed as she stopped herself, having trouble find the words. "Can you tell me how you got here to the Presidium?" she asked, seeking a different approach. "It might clear things up."

Eric looked down at his bed again and pinched his brow. "I-I don't know. If I tell you the truth, you'll probably think I'm insane!"

Natalie leaned in and let out a gentle smile, something like his mother would to cheer him up. "Eric, I don't think you're insane. Hell, for all we know, you've traveled through time, came from some alternate universe, or something crazy."

"That—"

"I know you're stressed out right now. Take your time. Do your best to be honest."

Natalie had a good point. None of this made sense to him. He wasn't sure how to put it so she could understand He had to leave the part about Mass Effect being a game series back at home. No one would believe their entire existence and surroundings came from the imaginations of hundreds of developers, writers, and artists. The best way to put it was to think about the many-worlds theorem his brother mentioned. He had to accept that there were too many variables involved in his predicament.

"I…" he answered after long deliberation. "You were pretty close. I came from a parallel universe, nearly two centuries in the past."

Natalie's smile grew wider, proud she was correct. She let out a small chuckle. "Okay, then. Wow, that was weird. So how exactly did you get here to our universe? Was it any different there?"

Eric shrugged. "I dunno. My world could've gone a different path. But anyway, I was on a vacation with my mom, my brother and sister, and my grandparents. We spend a few days in Bangkok at Thailand and we crossed borders to Angkor Wat. And then I was in a small room with this weird orb thing. I couldn't get out. It got so bright I had to cover my eyes. Next thing I knew, it brought me here. That's all I can remember."

He hoped the temple existed in this universe though it might have been destroyed in a war or demolished some time ago. Still, he had to hope for the best.

He continued. "I think that orb generated a wormhole. Know what they are?"

Natalie nodded. "It's like a tunnel with two ends, a shortcut in space-time. It requires exotic material with negative density, much like a mass relay using element zero to transport ships from one point to another in almost an instant."

"That's… wow, that's amazing," Eric chuckled, playing along.

"But that orb you described… was it transparent by any chance?"

"I think so. Why'd you ask?"

"Because that sounds like it was Prothean. But a device that transports people through time and space and multiple universes? Sounds pretty far-fetched."

"Uh, sorry? Protheans?"

Natalie raised her eyebrows in surprise. "Oh, right! The Protheans are an ancient race 50,000 years ago that created the mass relays, spanning the entire galaxy. Then one day, they all disappeared, leaving behind relics of their civilization. We have no idea how or why they disappeared; all we know that they just did."

Eric stayed quiet. He knew the truth behind the Protheans' disappearance. It was the Reapers, a race of synthetic-organic starships created by an artificial intelligence known as the Catalyst. The Catalyst itself was created by an ancient race known as the Leviathans to address the conflicts between organic and synthetic beings. They created the mass relays and the Citadel, and purged the Protheans and many other galactic civilizations before it.

"I'm not sure how the others would take your story. But for what it's worth, I believe you." Natalie sat up with the now-closed crate and approached the door. It opened of its own accord as a green light disappeared from view.

"So what will happen next?" Eric asked with slight disbelief.

"I'll fire a report about your case," Natalie answered. "After that, well… you just have to hope for the best. C-Sec will find a way to cover this up. Don't worry; you won't get locked up in a mental institute. Your complete lack of background documents is a problem, but not an impossible one. There are hundreds of colony and spacer kids, even duct rats that were never registered at birth. If you can apply, yours wouldn't be any different. You can make a good reputation."

Eric looked up at the C-Sec woman with genuine confusion. "What's a duct rat?" It had been several months he had played any of the games.

"Duct rat," she repeated. "They're kids that wound up on the streets. They go into vents and try to find whatever means to live. Most of 'em die by deadfalls, torn apart by the fans, starved to death… even thrown to space. A few of them were never found." She stopped herself, horrified. "There was this one case I had. An asari. Couldn't be older than the human equivalent of ten. She… we found her body in one of the protein vats."

"That's horrible. I'm so sorry," Eric replied. He wanted to change the subject. It was obvious from Natalie's expression on her face and her tone of voice she didn't want to dwell on it. His frown turned upside down to a smile, his expression hopeful. "But thanks for helping me."

"No problem, but don't hold your breath," Natalie replied. "It's a complicated process, and the bureaucracy seems to be getting worse with each year. I have to go back to HQ to file a progress report. Wish you luck."

"Bye."

With that, Natalie left the room, leaving Eric alone. All signs of joy faded from his face as he realized the challenges ahead had only just started. His eyes welled up with tears, streaming down his cheeks. He brought his knees up to his face.

"I want to go home!" Deep down, he knew it wouldn't be easy, let alone possible.

The in-game events took on a terrifying new meaning for him. He would be capable of dying like everyone else when the Reapers come in five years to begin their harvest. And that was before considering the invasions of the geth and the Collectors.

His sobbing intensified as he felt a dread like nothing he had experienced before. For the first time in his life, he was alone. Instead of school, family, and friends, war, death, and destruction were his new future.

Slowly and unwillingly, Eric got off the bed and put on a pair of hospital-issued slippers nearby. Whatever would happen to him later, he can't cry his way out of it. With this in mind, he approached the sink on the counter across from the bed. When he touched the spout, the water ran. He washed his face thoroughly, cleaning the dried tears off his cheeks.

His stomach soon growled as he turned off the sink and dried his face with a fresh towel. By the lighting through the window, it was late in the morning.

The door opened and the same nurse from before entered the room, carrying a tray of waffles and some scrambled eggs. By the plate was a cup of orange juice. His stomach growled again as the asari placed the food on the counter. Snatching the food, he sat on the bad and ravenously ate through the meal. He savored the moment. He had never tasted something so good in his life. Perhaps this was on upside of living in this future.

"You're hungry, I can tell," the nurse remarked, almost chuckling as Eric finished the meal. "I stopped by the cafeteria and got you something to eat while Natalie was around."

Eric thanked her and wiped his mouth with the napkin. He considered himself to have good table manners. "So what's your name?"

"Oh," the asari smiled. "I'm Alynea Tani. And you're Eric Grimes?"

"Yeah. Did Natalie tell you?"

"We're friends, actually. Is there something else I could do for you?"

Eric hummed to himself, curling his mouth as he thought about what to do next. The hospital could have a wide variety of services available, but knowledge was crucial if he had to form up a plan. He resisted asking Alynea to mind-meld with him to exchange information. She wouldn't take the revelation she was part of a fictional universe well. That and asking a complete stranger for consent wouldn't go so well.

"Is there something to look up?"

"Yeah. We actually have a cafe here," Alynea answered.

Eric's hope went up he jolted up from his bed. Maybe he could find a way to earn a living here or a way to get back to Earth. "Great! Can you take me there?"

"Sure. It's down the hallway." The asari nurse approached the door as it opened, prompting them to leave the room.

Walking down the hallway, Eric found the place humming with activity, occupied by dozens of species, including humans. To his right, as he and Alynea took a left from his room, he saw a window that covered the entire wall, showing the other side of the lake. Eric saw one doctor, an amphibian-like creature with black, beady eyes, two cranial horns on top of its head, and a chest that curved inwards. He was looking at a diagnostics test on a holographic screen floating nearby. The doctor was a salarian, a warm-blooded amphibian that possessed a hyperactive metabolism. They think, talk, and moved fast but their lifespans were short—only 40 Earth years for most salarians.

The salarian doctor wore a white garb. His face (Eric believed this one was male—both genders looked identical to him if not for the clothes they wore) was thin and narrow, his skin a mix of light-gray and brown. He turned his attention away from his two colleagues to Eric.

"Hello, Eric Grimes," the salarian doctor spoke, though almost speaking at a quick pace. "Dr. Nasurn Glato Aegohr Nao Lalis Oron. But you can call me Dr. Oron for short."

"Wh-what?" Eric forgot how complex the salarian names were. Not only they were smart, they loved to be thorough. He wished Alphonse was around to help him.

The doctor caught himself almost laughing and coughed, regaining his professional composure. "I forgot how complicated our names can be to other species. Allow me to explain. Our names include—in order—our homeworld, nation, city, district, clan, and then our given name at birth."

Eric blinked, shaking off the confusion. "Right, duh. Sorry."

"Don't worry about it. A lot of humans can be thrown off, despite how some of you can have lengthy names."

Eric nodded.

"So are you okay?" The concerned tone and the expression on the salarian's face were sincere, albeit a little cold.

Eric nodded again.

The doctor mused as he placed his two-fingered hand on his chin. "Amazing how adaptive the human race can be, especially for younger ones…"

"Uh… look, I gotta get going." Eric pointed his thumb behind him at Alynea. "She's bringing me to an Extranet café. I don't want to keep her waiting."

The salarian nodded. "Yes, of course. I shouldn't keep you busy, then. Be seeing you." He turned to meet his colleagues once more. With that over, Eric had caught up with Alynea and continued onto the cafe.

He couldn't help but feel shocked yet fascinated at the same time. His brief conversation with Dr. Oron, a salarian, and witnessing some of the technologies here gave him a different perspective on the games. He knew the game wouldn't be able to show everything because of technological limitations, but playing them was nothing compared to experiencing them in the flesh. However, something bothered him since he had talked to Alynea and Dr. Oron.

"Can I ask you something?"

"Yeah?" Alynea replied.

"How can I understand you and Dr. Oron?" Eric asked.

She laughed. "Besides medicine, Dr Oron and I have been trained in speaking several human languages. Many of our patients and several of our staff here are human, in fact. But some people stick with digital translators."

"Digital translators? What do you mean by that?"

"They go into things like jewelry, earpieces, PDAs, and even neural implants. To be honest, I'm surprised you asked that, of all things."

"Sorry. Guess I'm just out of the loop here." Eric was embarrassed at his own ignorance, but he had to fight off the thought that it didn't matter, with war on the horizon. If he didn't, he wouldn't be able to do anything at all.

They arrived at a medium-sized, white room filled with a dozen rows of desks. On top of them were the orange screens like the one on Alynea's wrist earlier. Like the rest of the hospital, it smelled clean, and the walls were spotless and pristine. One of the few occupants here had scaly, silver skin, two-toed feet, and a pair of mandibles over his beaked mouth. Eric recognized the occupant as a turian. He remembered that female turians had smaller, less pronounced cranial crests than their male counterparts.

"Here's the extranet cafe," said Alynea. "If you need anything else, don't be afraid to ask me or any other staff member." And for that, Eric thanked her.

After Alynea had left, he sat down at the nearest unoccupied terminal available. Looking at it, he drew at a blank. How would he be able to use this thing? His hands hovered over the keyboard and pressed a key. He expected not to perceive anything when he placed his fingers onto the holographic keys, but it felt like a real keyboard. He looked at the screen and found nothing popping up on the desktop. Finding a cursor at the center of the screen, he placed his hand on the two circles to the right of the keyboard. When he moved his palm around on the bottom circle, the cursor moved. He then tapped on the top circle, bringing up an extranet browser.

"Some things never change…" he mused to himself.

The two circles worked like a mouse and the keyboard was exactly like the ones from his universe. No major changes but he wondered how that would work for other species since most of them fewer fingers than humans.

With that in mind, Eric typed in 'Mass Effect' on the browser's search bar, wondering what he would find. The result was a series of articles on the mass effect field as a scientific phenomenon. He looked through an encyclopedic article of sorts, and to his surprise it appeared to be entirely self-consistent. Some key variables had to be different, but so far he hadn't found any obvious deviations.

He shrugged. At least the rules of this universe were consistent. He typed in 'Mass Effect Bioware' on the search bar and hit enter. He hoped no one would track him through surveillance of some kind.

The first result on the page was on an article about BioWare, and he found himself curious. In this universe, it was around for 25 years, from 1998 to 2023. He looked at the list of games they made, including their collaborations with Obsidian Entertainment: Shattered Steel, MDK 2, Baldur's Gate 1 and 2, and Neverwinter Nights 1 and 2. He was thrown off by the discrepancy when he noticed Baldur's Gate 3: The Black Hound among the list but quickly went along with it.

He looked through the list again. In this universe, BioWare had extended both of their Dungeons and Dragons franchises and went in a different direction with their properties. Dragon Age was in development at one point but it ended up costing too much to make. Meanwhile, Jade Empire received a sequel on the Xbox 360, which starred a different protagonist. Obviously, the Mass Effect series was never made. Instead, there was the SFX franchise, built on similar premises to Mass Effect. BioWare had also collaborated with Obsidian on modern spy RPG called Everything or Nothing.

Eric nodded. To him, it made sense in a roundabout way. He hit the back button on the browser and was about to search something else before a small news headline caught his attention.

_Local game club celebrates its 15th anniversary with influx of new members. Its founder, Mark Bren, claimed connection between Gears of War game and modern military tactics._

Eric chuckled and clicked on the link. He had to see if this was as ridiculous as it sounded. And he was right. According to the article, Mark Bren, a librarian at the Arcturus Library, also claimed the game's creator had predicted the future and devoted his life to proving the connection. While few believed him, the uncanny similarity between the one-popular series' gameplay and the way modern combat operations play out rekindled interest.

Eric gently palmed his face as he laughed in silence, amused that someone would make that leap of logic. Alphonse told him, out of spite if he remembered right, a while ago that the Mass Effect series' gameplay, especially with the latter two games, shared many similarities to Gears of War. He thought about his family and all mirth disappeared. With a new goal in mind, he went back to the search page. He had to know his family had ever existed in this universe.

_Eric Grimes_

Most of the results had an athlete sharing his name. The image section didn't show any pictures of him.

_Garcia Grimes_

The results showed many people, but almost all of them had Garcia as their middle name. Grimes was a common surname and there were trillions of people in the galaxy. But he was getting worried

_Alphonse Grimes_

Same result as before, even putting it in quotes.

_Arturo Lorenzo_

_Carol Lorenzo_

_Felicia Grimes_

_Tomas Grimes_

Frustrated, he typed in Grimes family tree. He hoped anything useful would show up. Spotting a site of a database for family trees, he clicked on the link. He typed his grandfather's name into the keyword box and altered the filters to his liking.

Nothing. No records of any sort. He was alone, a person out of place who should have never existed here. "No…" Eric covered his mouth. "Oh no no no no. You gotta be kidding me."

Even though none of them would be alive, he hoped he might find his family's descendants. He didn't want to be alone. He wanted the closure from visiting their burial sites and validation that he was real and once had a family. But there wasn't anything to connect him to anyone in this universe.

The turian broke away from his terminal, noticing Eric freaking out. Rather than words, the words he spoke were clicks and squeaks.

Eric sat up and left the room. Finding a spot in the maze of hallways where he could be by himself, he leaned against the gray wall and dropped onto the floor, breaking down into tears.

He had no idea what to do now.


End file.
